
BEHAVIORAL ARMS CONTROL AND EAST
ASIA

Recommended Citation
Ulrich Kühn and Heather Williams, "BEHAVIORAL ARMS CONTROL AND EAST ASIA", NAPSNet
Special Reports, April 16, 2024, https://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports/behavior-
l-arms-control-and-east-asia/

BEHAVIORAL ARMS CONTROL AND EAST ASIA

ULRICH KÜHN AND HEATHER WILLIAMS

1

https://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports/behavioral-arms-control-and-east-asia/
https://nautilus.org/napsnet/napsnet-special-reports/behavioral-arms-control-and-east-asia/


APRIL 16 2024

I.  INTRODUCTION

In this essay, Ulrich Kuhn and Heather Williams suggest that a “Behavioral Arms Control”
framework between China and the United States be used to reduce the risk of war by building
confidence and developing bilateral arms control initiatives.
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II.  NAPSNET SPECIAL REPORT BY ULRICH KÜHN AND HEATHER
WILLIAMS

BEHAVIORAL ARMS CONTROL AND EAST ASIA

APRIL 16 2024

Abstract

Growing political and military tensions between China and the United States make it necessary to
think of novel arms control approaches on nuclear weapons and certain emerging technologies,
designed to include China and other actors. This commentary makes the case for a Behavioral Arms
Control (BAC) framework between China and the United States, stabilizing relations in East Asia. It
builds on the recent behavioral turn in arms control and historical examples from the realm of
confidence-building measures. It suggests informal initiatives to reduce military risks by focusing on
the actions, rather than the capabilities, that can lead to escalation. In order to avoid nuclear use
and war, BAC prescribes responsible behavior in multiple military domains, involving various
nuclear and non-nuclear actors. After discussing the BAC concept and 'responsibility' in particular,
the commentary lays out three principles for engaging China and subsequently offers a number of

2

https://www.apln.network/projects/nuclear-weapon-use-risk-reduction/apln-joint-project-on-nuclear-weapon-use-risk-reduction
https://www.apln.network/projects/nuclear-weapon-use-risk-reduction/apln-joint-project-on-nuclear-weapon-use-risk-reduction
https://www.apln.network/projects/nuclear-weapon-use-risk-reduction/apln-joint-project-on-nuclear-weapon-use-risk-reduction
https://network.us10.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e81ee9ea04902648fbfa700da&id=47ab85cf80&e=974b974161
https://network.us10.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e81ee9ea04902648fbfa700da&id=e46f26964d&e=974b974161
https://www.recna.nagasaki-u.ac.jp/recna/en-topics/46171
https://www.apln.network/projects/nuclear-weapon-use-risk-reduction/behavioral-arms-control-and-east-asia
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://media.defense.gov/2024/Jan/10/2003373961/-1/-1/0/240109-D-PM193-1026Y.JPG


possible arms control initiatives under a BAC framework.

Introduction

In November 2023, US President Joe Biden and the President of the People’s Republic of China Xi
Jinping met in San Francisco to discuss a host of security issues, including potential areas of
cooperation. The outcome of the meeting was an agreement to keep talking about issues such as
risks associated with emerging technologies and crisis escalation. Following the meeting, the official
US readout of the meeting stated that Biden had

emphasized that the United States and China are in competition [and at the same time had]
reiterated that the world expects the United States and China to manage competition
responsibly to prevent it from veering into conflict, confrontation, or a new Cold War (The
White House 2023b).

These talks present both an opportunity along with a challenge: How can the United States balance
cooperation and competition with China, and what are areas of mutual interest that can help avoid
conflict?

One of the biggest challenges is China’s growing nuclear arsenal and continued resistance from
Beijing to engage in bilateral arms control or strategic stability dialogues with the United States. A
recent US Department of Defense report highlighted that China “is developing new [Intercontinental
Ballistic Missiles] that will significantly improve its nuclear-capable missile forces and will require
increased nuclear warhead production” (US Department of Defense 2023, VI). The report concluded:
“Compared to the [People’s Liberation Army’s] nuclear modernization efforts a decade ago, current
efforts dwarf previous attempts in both scale and complexity” (ibid., VIII). Additionally, the US
intelligence community believes that Xi has ordered the Chinese military to be prepared for an
invasion of Taiwan by 2027, although there are recent doubts about the ability to deliver on this
(Hawkins 2023).

Throughout the Cold War, arms control proved to be a valuable tool for stabilizing the US-Soviet
nuclear relationship in order to reduce the likelihood of nuclear war (Schelling and Halperin 1961).
Balancing cooperation and competition, bilateral arms control eventually even contributed to a more
trusting relationship (Krepon 2021). But traditional US approaches to arms control will be
challenging with China for a host of reasons, including a strategic culture of opacity, along with an
almost complete breakdown of arms control agreements with Russia in recent years that has
undermined the credibility of arms control as a practice (Kühn 2021).

As we have argued elsewhere (Kühn and Williams 2023), a new approach to arms control is needed.
This commentary makes the case for pursuing Behavioral Arms Control (BAC) with China. BAC is
defined as informal initiatives to reduce military risks by focusing on the actions, rather than the
capabilities, that can lead to escalation. In order to avoid nuclear use and war, BAC prescribes
responsible behavior in multiple military domains—not just in the nuclear—involving various nuclear
and non-nuclear actors.

This commentary has four sections. First, we explain why arms control as we know it is dead.
Second, we lay out a conceptual framework for BAC. Third, we outline three principles for engaging
China on BAC. Finally, we apply the BAC framework to identify specific arms control initiatives for
the United States and China.

Our commentary demonstrates that BAC opens up a number of avenues for working with China to
reduce risks that could lead to nuclear use. In doing so, it provides a policy agenda for exploring
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BAC opportunities in various military domains. Additionally, it offers an important scholarly
contribution to recent arms control research (e.g., Krepon 2021; Wisotzki and Kühn 2021; Kühn
2023) by developing a novel conceptual framework that also speaks to a growing body of IR
scholarship on more flexible and informal approaches to international cooperation (e.g., Vabulas and
Snidal 2013; Westerwinter, Abbott, and Biersteker 2020).

Why Arms Control Is Dead

Classical nuclear arms control is dead. From the early 1970s to the mid-1990s, the erstwhile
superpowers—the United States and the Soviet Union—negotiated a dense network of formal and
informal agreements limiting and reducing strategic, sub-strategic, and defensive nuclear arms
(Krepon 2021). Since the beginning of the 21st century, that network eroded to a point where, by
2023, almost all previous agreements are either suspended, abrogated, or largely dysfunctional.
There is no prospect for reviving or replacing this regime-type network or individual agreements.
While in 2023 the United States expressed its “willingness to engage in bilateral arms control
discussions with Russia […] without preconditions” (The White House 2023a), the Russian response
underscored that Moscow sees “no options […] to continue or replace the New START Treaty”
(Boikov 2023), the centerpiece of the former bilateral framework.

Historically, a world without US-Russian nuclear arms control is not new. After both sides had
developed nuclear weapons programs, it took them over twenty years and a severe nuclear crisis in
1962 to start managing their nuclear competition by cooperative means. The “new nuclear age” of
the 21st century (Narang and Sagan 2022), however, has some key differences to the Cold War,
which make today’s non-arms-control era special, and perhaps less stable. To begin with, the new
nuclear age is not bipolar, but driven by an increasing tripartite struggle between China, Russia, and
the United States. The new nuclear consensus in Washington is that the United States is facing “a
world where two nations [Russia and China] possess nuclear arsenals on par with our own [and
where] the risk of conflict with these two nuclear peers is increasing” (Congressional Commission on
the Strategic Posture of the United States 2023, VII). China had never been a part of the nuclear
arms control architecture that is now in shambles.

A second key difference pertains to newfound perceptions that these three actors attach to the
apparent nature of certain novel technologies preordaining conflict outcomes (Allen 2019;
Nadibaidze and Miotto 2023). In particular, recent advances in the application of large language
models employed in generative Artificial Intelligence (AI), coupled with increasing computing power
and the availability of vast data sets, have sparked fears that an AI arms race, including in the
military domain, is on (Meacham 2023). Whether AI—a dual-use technology in the very sense—lends
itself to the kind of regulation that classical arms control pursued is questionable (Vaynman and
Volpe 2023, 627–628). Finally, the ability of the US executive to conclude and keep formal
international agreements, including on arms control, has greatly diminished due to deep-seated
partisanship in U.S. Congress (Kühn 2021).

These three developments—nuclear multipolarity, technological advances, and domestic US
gridlock—overlap and interact with renewed concerns over deliberate or inadvertent nuclear use. In
2022, heads of states and governments of the G20 proclaimed that “the use or threat of use of
nuclear weapons is inadmissible” (G20 2022). The Ukraine War and Russia’s nuclear signaling
accompanying it reminded world leaders that war in the nuclear age, and war including nuclear
powers at that, could cross the nuclear threshold. A second concern pertains to a potential military
clash between Chinese and US forces, with the US assessment being that China may deliberately
select “nuclear strike targets to achieve conflict de-escalation and a return to a conventional
conflict” (Congressional Commission on the Strategic Posture of the United States 2023, 12). A third
concern flows from militaries’ potential pursuit of incorporating AI elements into their nuclear
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command and control (C²) processes in order to react faster and perhaps more reliably in a crisis,
thereby possibly lowering the threshold to nuclear use in inadvertent ways (Saltini 2023).

The Concept of Behavioral Arms Control

The combination of factors inhibiting the renewed pursuit of classical arms control and of reasons
elevating the necessity for managing new nuclear risks make it seem prudent to pursue a novel
approach for arms control, one that ultimately includes China, approaches AI risks and other
emerging technologies in a viable manner, and avoids the legal aspects of US partisan haggling.
Such a novel approach—we call it Behavioral Arms Control—is built on three pillars: informality,
responsibility, and multidimensionality.

Informality: BAC would be informal, not requiring meticulously negotiated treaties with legally
binding protocols or supporting international organizations. Instead, it would rely on joint or
unilateral declarations, such as the US-Soviet/Russian Presidential Nuclear Initiatives (PNIs), which
were unilateral and asymmetric reductions in tactical nuclear weapons at the end of the Cold War.
This informal approach would also allow states to identify and tailor what restraints could work in
tandem with deterrence postures and other national interests, allowing for greater flexibility.
Responsibility: BAC would first and foremost focus on military behaviors and activities, such as
military maneuvers and exercises or deployments in certain geographic areas, instead of mere
numbers of weapons, as counted under New START, for instance. It would thus have a conceptual
closeness to confidence-building measures (CBMs), as put forward under agreements facilitated by
the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe during the 1980s and 1990s. It would
differ from classical CBMs, however, as it would put a premium on the concept of behaving
responsibly[1] in international affairs (Gaskarth 2017), meaning for the nuclear domain to abstain
from behaviors that are generally seen as destabilizing, high-risk, and/or contributing to lowering
the threshold to nuclear use. Multidimensionality: Arms control initiatives under a BAC framework
would be multidimensional as regards scope and participation. Hence, BAC would particularly strive
to open new arms control avenues for China and for other countries from East Asia and the Global
South. In terms of scope, BAC initiatives would seek to reduce risks in the nuclear and non-nuclear
domains, with a particular focus on certain emerging technologies, depending on what technologies
interested states find common ground. To be clear, BAC initiatives must align with states national
interests and produce meaningful constraints, and not be merely symbolic. Ultimately, the hope is
that the combination of informality, responsibility, and multidimensionality could generate
cooperative initiatives that may serve a bridge-building function until more formal arms control
arrangements, potentially to include limits and reductions on specific weapons categories, become
viable again in the future.

Since the early days of the Cold War, a shared interest in cooperation between the superpowers in
preventing inadvertent nuclear war has been at the core of the intellectual concept of modern arms
control (Schelling 1960: 260). That shared interest is still observable today as both Russia and the
United States have tried to respect certain respective red lines in the Ukraine War. NATO allies have
not openly entered the war as parties to the war and Russia has not attacked NATO (Freedman
2023). Closely linked to nuclear war prevention, is the tradition of nuclear non-use (Schelling 1960:
260; Paul 2010) and the nuclear taboo (Tannenwald 2007), recognized over decades. This key
element of responsible international behavior was recently reinforced by the G20 states in their
2022 and 2023 summit declarations. Together, nuclear war prevention and non-use form the
touchstone—in the sense of states’ shared responsibility—of the BAC concept.

BAC does not necessarily question the principle of nuclear deterrence, as long as those deterrence
practices would not contribute to lowering the threshold for nuclear use and/or making nuclear war
more likely. Hence, BAC aims to take the most destabilizing activities off the table, ones that could
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lead to or accelerate an acute military crisis from crossing the nuclear threshold. BAC operates on
the basic assumption that in the nuclear age, there are certain behaviors that most militaries and
political leaders—be they in Washington, Moscow, Beijing, or elsewhere—may ultimately find
destabilizing because of the risks of misperception and/or inadvertent escalation. In a world that has
become decidedly less cooperative and more prone to military conflict involving nuclear-armed
states, BAC seeks to provide a best practices baseline to which states could add certain building
blocks of responsible behavior.

The conundrum baked into the concept of BAC is one of political expediency. Who gets to decide
which particular behavior is responsible, and whose interests are being served by making that
decision? Recent years have seen a growth in informal initiatives, mostly led by the United States
and its allies, establishing guidelines for responsible military behavior. In October 2021, NATO
member states agreed on “Principles of Responsible Use for AI in Defense” (NATO 2021). Two
months later, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolution, initiated by the United
Kingdom, aimed at “Reducing space threats through norms, rules and principles of responsible
behaviors” (United Nations 2021). In July 2022, France, the United Kingdom, and the United States
issued a working paper on “Principles and responsible practices for Nuclear Weapon States” (United
Nations 2022). Finally, towards the end of 2023, the United States put forward a “Political
Declaration on Responsible Military Use of Artificial Intelligence and Autonomy” (US Department of
State 2023b), which, by the end of 2023, has been endorsed by almost 50 states, not all of them
close US allies. Together, these initiatives form what we call the ‘behavioral turn’ in arms control.

There are at least three approaches for states when deciding whether to engage with these informal
behavioral initiatives or not. One comes from recent IR research on informal governance and centers
around power. It posits that “informal international institutions impose fewer constraints on power
and thereby increase the returns to power. This creates incentives for powerful players to favor
informal arrangements” (Westerwinter, Abbott, and Biersteker 2021, 13). Accordingly, recent US-led
initiatives on responsible behavior could, by design or unintentionally, mainly serve US interests and
may hence fail to attract support from lesser powers and states opposing US leadership, such as,
inter alia, China. The effects of power accumulation would be somewhat similar to the Cold War era.
Back then, Hedley Bull (1976, 4) had observed that

While […] Soviet-American cooperation in arms control serves universal purposes it inevitably
serves special or bilateral purposes also. These special or bilateral purposes reflect the
preference of the two great powers for a world order in which they continue to enjoy a
privileged position.

The second, moral, perspective may come from the Ukraine War, which put on display how
irresponsible behavior weakens international peace and security. While Russia employed numerous
nuclear threats to try to coerce NATO into minimizing its support for Ukraine and pondered the
possibility of nuclear use in its campaign against its neighbor (Freedman 2023), Washington showed
restraint up to the point where White House deliberations transpired that in the case of Russian
nuclear use against Ukraine, a possible US military response would not involve nuclear arms
(Sanger and Tankersley 2022). While Washington upheld its New START obligations after Russia’s
aggression against Ukraine, Russia suspended its treaty participation and followed up with de-
ratifying the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT). And while Washington and its allies
engaged with leaders in Beijing and Delhi to influence Moscow’s nuclear calculus (Woodruff 2022),
thereby paving the way for the G20 Bali Declaration of 2022, Russia introduced plans to prepare for
nuclear weapons deployment to non-nuclear Belarus. For other states to realize that Russia’s
reckless brinkmanship threatened to break the nuclear taboo, while the United States was
emphatically committed to nuclear restraint, might provide a moral argument to support behavioral
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arms control approaches.

A third perspective is purely transactional. Today, the United States is a country deeply invested in a
mindset of great power competition, striving to be recognized internationally as a responsible actor.
This new approach, at least under the Biden Administration, provides non-aligned states with
potential leverage. The Ukraine War made it clear that Washington and its closest allies need the
political and even economic support from key countries from the Global South, such as India, South
Africa or Brazil (Mozur, Krolik, and Satariano 2023). If states from the Global South were to decide,
on a case-by-case basis, to engage with US behavioral proposals, it would open up room to
pragmatically influence how America and its allies define responsibility. In the end, BAC could gain
wider international footing, making sure the interests of non-aligned states are included in the
process of crafting informal behavioral arms control arrangements. No less so for countries in East
Asia, taking a transactional perspective might usher in the realization that if the United States wants
their support in its showdown with China, it will have to be more creative in keeping competition
peaceful, including by the pursuit of novel arms control approaches.

Principles for Engaging China on Behavioral Arms Control

A BAC agenda would have to appeal to China to be more successful than previous US attempts at
bilateral or multilateral arms talks with the People’s Republic. Before discussing potential initiatives,
we outline three principles that should guide the United States in pursuing BAC with China and
explain why BAC could meet certain Chinese strategic objectives.

The first principle is simply recognizing that engaging China on arms control will require a novel US
approach. During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union regularly engaged in arms
control dialogues to manage risks associated with strategic weapons, while continuing to compete in
other areas. These arms control dialogues and agreements played an important regulatory and
transparency function in an otherwise deeply competitive relationship and provided channels for
strategic dialogue between Washington and Moscow. But engaging China on this kind of arms
control might not work. According to a number of scholars, China views US bilateral arms control
overtures as a tool for undermining China’s deterrent (Hiim and Trøan 2022). As the US Strategic
Posture Commission (2023, 11) rightly concluded, “China currently indicates no interest in
negotiated risk reduction, strategic stability dialogue or arms control agreements that restrict its
plans and will not agree to negotiations that diminish it or lock in U.S. or Russian advantages.” At
the same time, China is participating in over a dozen multilateral disarmament, arms control, and
nonproliferation regimes while staying away from bilateral agreements that limit specific typed of
weapons (Meier and Staack 2022, 32). That is a clear indicator that Beijing is not per se opposed to
arms control, but prefers certain topics and formats.

Recently, China has relaxed its stance on bilateral arms talks with the United States. Senior US and
Chinese officials met in November 2023 to discuss arms control and nonproliferation, and again in
January 2024 including military officials (US Department of State 2023a; US Department of Defense
2024). Allegedly one topic of discussion has been the role of AI in relation to nuclear weapons
(Honrada 2023). This could indicate that there is interest on the Chinese side to discuss AI and
perhaps other military-relevant emerging technologies. As a consequence, engaging China will
require a reframing of arms control to take into account Beijing’s (new) interests. BAC provides an
important part of such a necessary reframing because it does not start with seeking verifiable limits
or reductions to nuclear systems, a no-go for China. In the absence of US-Russian strategic
reductions—which Washington should continue to seek notwithstanding its evolving strategic
relationship with China—informal mechanisms under the BAC banner, including on certain emerging
technologies, such as AI, may have a greater chance of success with China than formal, nuclear-only
arrangements. If instead informal arrangements with a slightly different scope would work for both
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sides, they could lay the groundwork for future cooperation that might one day even include more
formal, nuclear agreements, perhaps similar to New START.

The second principle is making sure that so-called risk-reduction efforts are beneficial for both sides.
During the Cold War, bilateral arms control did not always entail reductions of capabilities or mutual
verification mechanisms, but sometimes aimed specifically at establishing crisis communication
channels and general rules of the road to reduce the risk of unwanted military escalation. The U.S.-
Soviet Incidents at Sea Agreement (INCSEA) from 1972, for example, established safety rules for
American and Soviet military vessels, allowing commanders to provide guidelines to stand-down or
avoid conflicts at sea (US Department of State 2009–2017a). China, however, has not shown a great
interest thus far in adopting this kind of approach to the East Asian theater, highlighting that for
Beijing “crisis prevention should take precedence over crisis management” (Permanent Mission of
the People’s Republic of China 2023)—which is Chinese parlance for expressing dissatisfaction with
US freedom of navigation missions in the waters surrounding China. On the other hand, China has
already a risk-reducing missile launch notification exchange regime in place with Russia (Champlin
2009). An additional agreement with the United States would be beneficial for both countries.

The third and final principle is about international standing. In the past, the bilateral arms summitry
between Washington and Moscow highlighted the prestige element to arms control. In an abstract
sense, these public displays of responsible behavior were also designed to convey a global message:
Arms control is just what responsible great powers do. Or as Bull (1980, 446) had put it succinctly,
“Great powers cannot expect to be conceded special rights if they do not perform special duties.” As
China embarks on becoming a global leader on par with the United States, particularly
representative of many countries in the Global South that advocate for arms control and
disarmament, BAC could provide additional opportunities for Beijing to be recognized as a
responsible great power (Zhao 2020, 75–76). China’s interest in speaking on behalf of countries in
the Global South should be picked up by Washington and advanced through its own multilateral
initiatives on responsible military behavior. Ideally, both powers would positively compete in
appealing to countries of the Global South by putting forward behavioral proposals.

Initiatives Under a Behavioral Arms Control Framework

Building on these three principles, we now apply the BAC framework to identify specific arms
control initiatives for the United States and China and how these potentially enhance stability in the
East Asian region. What we offer here is a three-pronged approach, which includes bilateral
behavioral initiatives, efforts to strengthen strategic stability, and multilateral declarations and fora.
None of these lines of effort are mutually exclusive, but can all be pursued in tandem, building off of
the 2023 San Francisco Summit. For all of these initiatives, US leadership is essential.

Bilateral behavioral initiatives: Targeting nuclear C² systems with cyber-attacks or attacking early-
warning satellites early in a crisis would count as destabilizing behavior. How to disincentivize this
kind of high-risk behavior is worth exploring by both sides. The same could be said about
cyberattacks on critical civilian infrastructure, such as ports, major electric grids, and hospitals.
Then, there is the reported US-Chinese convergence on AI and nuclear C² (Kimball 2023). Even
though the sides did not agree on specifics in San Francisco, making sure that delegating certain
nuclear C² decisions to powerful AI systems without human oversight does not become accepted
behavior should be high on the list of bilateral initiatives. Here, the United States can already build
on its recent behavioral guidelines for military use of AI (U.S. Department of State 2023b). Also,
there is an interest in Washington to ban test-launching missiles and their payloads into low Earth
orbit so that they can reach targets from unexpected directions (Congressional Commission on the
Strategic Posture of the United States 2023, 86). In 2021, China demonstrated this capability
combining a Fractional Orbital Bombardment System (FOBS) with a hypersonic glide vehicle (Gupta
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2023). A bilateral pledge not to further pursue and test this niche technology—short of a FOBS
ban—could be considered. Finally, both sides could pursue unilateral, though coordinated, measures
without having to codify them. The PNIs, mentioned before, are a good example of how such non-
binding measures could serve a mutual interest, and allow Washington and Beijing to take a ‘gift
basket’ approach with unilateral and flexible offers of restraint.

Strengthening strategic stability: As noted earlier, China and Russia notify each other about planned
ballistic missile launches. So do the United States and Russia under the 1988 Ballistic Missile
Launch Notification Agreement, which requires both sides to notify each other in advance of planned
launches of Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles and Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missiles (US
Department of State 2009–2017b). Recent reports suggest that Washington is considering a missile
launch notification framework with China (Nakamura 2023), which might help consolidate this form
of responsible behavior. Beyond that, discussing each other’s nuclear and military doctrines would
contribute to better understanding certain behaviors. As an example, the purported Chinese nuclear
buildup is perceived in Washington as an indication that China is moving away from its no-first-use
policy (Congressional Commission on the Strategic Posture of the United States 2023, 12)—a view
that is vehemently rejected in Beijing. Both sides could aim to clarify their contending views by
speaking eye to eye about their respective doctrines. Another opportunity to strengthen strategic
stability would be to agree to limiting fissile material production, separate from the diplomatic
challenges of a Fissile Material Cutoff Treaty, to provide assurances that neither side is interested in
an arms race. Finally, Washington should put on the table a possible statement recognizing that both
countries are in a state of mutual vulnerability. What has been a military reality for decades has
failed the public policy test due to concerns by U.S. allies in the Indo-Pacific. Here, Washington
should revisit its own Cold War history of carefully balancing assurances to US allies in Western
Europe with recognizing mutual vulnerability vis-à-vis the Soviet Union and consider how these
lessons could be applied to current relations with China.

Multilateral declarations and fora: The two statements by heads of states and governments of the
G20 in 2022 and 2023 on the inadmissibility of the use or threat of use of nuclear weapons help
serve the purpose of strengthening the nuclear taboo. They should become a regular summit
routine, involving both China and the United States. At the same time, the G20, in addition to the
UN disarmament machinery, could become a forum for exploring certain behavioral initiatives
jointly with key countries from the Global South and other countries in East Asia. In light of Russia’s
recent de-ratification of the CTBT and continued US and Chinese resistance to ratify the treaty in
the first place, a potential multilateral declaration to strengthen the no-test norm, perhaps in the P5
format (China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States) might also be worth
exploring.

A second multilateral line of effort would be to encourage China to engage more in informal
multilateral efforts to promote transparency, verification, and irreversibility in nuclear disarmament.
First and foremost, among these is the International Partnership for Nuclear Disarmament
Verification (IPNDV), which brings together dozens of states to explore technical verification
opportunities and challenges in nuclear disarmament. Because of its focus on technical issues, the
initiative tends to avoid political sensitivities and has widespread support among non-nuclear
weapon states, though China continues to abstain from participating in IPNDV, having observed the
first phase of the Partnership. Contrary to its stance on IPNDV, China participates in the US-
initiated Creating the Environment for Nuclear Disarmament (CEND) framework. Historically, China
has been reticent to join verification initiatives that could eventually lead to greater transparency. It
is unclear if that stance is changing, but China’s participation in initiatives with a technical focus,
like CEND or perhaps others, should be an opportunity to build engagement. Another opportunity
would be the relatively new effort on Irreversibility and Nuclear Disarmament (IND), led by the
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United Kingdom and Norway. The goals of this initiative are to explore the technical, political, and
legal issues around irreversibility of nuclear disarmament. IND, too, has widespread involvement
and interest from among countries of the Global South (Rodgers and Williams 2023). China could
begin by joining discussions, along with offering substantive contributions about what levels of
irreversibility would be suitable in any arms control or disarmament agreement.

Conclusions

The almost complete breakdown of US-Russian arms control and growing military tensions in East
Asia highlight the need for balancing competition with renewed cooperative efforts, particularly
between the United States and China. Chinese skepticism towards traditional bilateral arms control,
which Washington has favored for over fifty years, makes it necessary to try something new. BAC—a
framework built on informality, responsibility, and multidimensionality—may identify original
incentives and opportunities for engaging Beijing, other countries in East Asia, and even certain
countries from the Global South more successfully. The recent carefully curated arms control
overtures between Washington and Beijing could provide a starting point.

To be sure, there are plenty of reasons to be skeptical. As many have suggested, China might simply
not be interested in bilateral arms control with the United States per se (Hiim and Trøan 2022); and
even if there is some limited interest in arms control on both sides, this interest does not necessarily
have to overlap, for US and Chinese security interests are often diametrically opposed. Any bilateral
arms control with China may also raise concerns among US allies in the Indo-Pacific, particularly
South Korea and Australia, that China could use arms control in an attempt to drive a wedge
between the United States and its allies (Crawford and Vu 2021). And countries such as North Korea
may simply prefer to stay out of any cooperative business. Meanwhile, countries of the Global
South—which is not a unitary bloc but consists of many states with rather diverse interests—may
perceive BAC as an effort to force them to take sides in great power competition. Finally, a possible
re-election of Donald Trump could fundamentally alter US perspectives on global affairs.

The recent behavioral turn, elevating responsible behavior in military affairs and being led by the
United States and its allies, provides a policy foundation to explore under what conditions behavioral
initiatives could contribute to producing global public goods in the arms control domain. From an
East-Asian perspective, the cautious thaw in US-Chinese arms control relations provides a possible
opening to pursue cooperation on different topics, of which we outlined a number of promising
avenues. As regards future scholarly contributions, the behavioral turn in arms control opens up
opportunities for further research on, inter alia, institutional informality and the agenda-setting
power of various actors in the new nuclear age.
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III.  ENDNOTES

[1] For a good primer on the philosophical discussion of what it could mean to behave in responsible
ways, see Haydon (1978).
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